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An important oil painting acquired by The Cleveland Museum of Art in 
1986 — a dramatic portrayal of the biblical King David — and its painter, the 
eminent 19 th-century English artist Frederic, Lord Leighton of Stretton 
(1830-96), are the subjects of a small exhibition at The Cleveland Museum of 
Art from October 21 through November 29 , I987. Lord Leighton was one of the 
most prominent members of a group of late Victorian painters of idealized 
subjects, often drawn from history and mythology, who looked to the art of 
ancient Greece and Rome and Renaissance Italy for inspiration. His David, 
painted in I865, was praised by contemporary critics for its grandeur of 
conception, expressive power, and rich coloring. It is the first major 
painting from Victorian England to be acquired by the Museum. 

The painting depicts King David seated on a rooftop balcony, his crown 
lying at his feet. The weary king gazes longingly toward the heavens, where a 
pair of doves fly through stormy clouds to a distant, sunlit space. The 
king's inner turmoil is reflected in the painting’s title, taken from the 
sixth verse of the 55 th Psalm, traditionally ascribed to David, "Oh, that I 
had wings like a dove! for then would I fly away, and be at rest." The 
picture probably illustrates the episode described in 2 Samuel 18 in which 
David retires to a chamber above the city gates to grieve over the death of 


his rebellious son Absalom. 
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Leighton customarily made careful preparatory studies for his paintings. 
Exhibited with this painting will be three chalk drawings for the figure of 
David, an oil sketch for the landscape background of the painting, and a chalk 
study for the entire composition. All are lent by Leighton House Museum and 
Art Gallery, the artist's London residence which has been preserved as a 
museum of Victorian art. Leighton’s ink and chalk drawing of Moses Viewing 
the Promised Land , one of a series of Bible illustrations which he designed in 
1863-64, has been lent by the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. In this 
work, as in the David , Leighton employed strong patterns of light and dark to 
dramatize the solitary figure and to heighten the emotion of the scene. 

Also included in the exhibition is a photograph of Lord Leighton and four 
photographs of the exterior and interior of Leighton House, a fascinating 
example of Victorian architecture which houses sculpture and furniture of the 
period and a fine collection of works by Leighton and his contemporaries, 
including Edward Burne-Jones and John Everett Millais. 

Frederic Leighton was born in Scarborough, Yorkshire, but spent much of 
his early life and was educated in Europe, where his father, a doctor, had 
moved his family following his retirement. Leighton received perhaps the most 
thorough academic training of any English artist, studying in Frankfurt, Rome, 
and Paris before finally settling in London in I859. His career was launched 
when he sold a painting from his Roman period to Queen Victoria for the royal 
collection. In l864 he was elected to the Royal Academy of Arts and in the 
same year built his home in Kensington where he entertained English society 
and the leading political, artistic, and literary figures of his time. In 
1877-79 he added to the house its most magnificent feature, the exotic Arab 
Hall, a domed reception hall inspired by a 12th-century Moslem palace and 
lined with Islamic tiles he had collected on trips to the Middle East. 
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Leighton frequently traveled abroad, making sensitive landscape sketches for 
his own pleasure which he later used in the backgrounds of his pictures, as in 
the David . In I 878 he was elected president of the Royal Academy, and in 
1896 , just before his death, he was raised to the peerage, the only English 
artist to ever be so honored. 

The exhibition was organized by the Museum's curator of paintings, Ann 
Tzeutschler Lurie, and associate curator of education Katherine Solender. 

On the opening day of the exhibition, Wednesday, October 21, at 5:45 pm, 
Stephen Jones, curator of Leighton House, will present a free public lecture 
on "Lord Leighton, Prince of Aesthetes," The public is invited to meet Mr. 
Jones at a reception immediately following his lecture. 

On Wednesday, October 28, and Sunday, November 1, at 1:30 pm, Katherine 
Solender will give gallery talks in the exhibition. 

# # # 


For additional information or photographs, please contact the Public 
Information Office, The Cleveland Museum of Art, III 50 East Boulevard, 
Cleveland, Ohio 44l06; 216/421-7340. 



